Induced by persuasive social settings, the dilemma of what is considered as an ideal size, shape and body image continue to impact decisions consumers make regarding clothing selection and fashion. Body image has been identified as crucial to clothing provision and fashion consumption (Sproles and Burns 1994). In presenting methodological considerations in researching body cathexis for fashion products, Apeagyei et al. (2007) observed that body measurements alone is not the panacea to solving consumer sizing and fit problems and draw attention to the tension between body image and geometry. Generally, women are self-conscious about body cathexis (degree of satisfaction/dissatisfaction) with their physical forms. This does not only impact garment fit assessment and preferences but also affect self evaluations relating to body image. Instigated by the media, the desire to emulate celebrities and remain fashionable has been the current focus of consumers, as some try to fit into the socially construed ideal body type of 'the skinny trend'.
Introduction
Clothing designed to express the social status of its wearer dates back in history (Simmel 1904) . When associated with trend or fashion, it can be expressed as a way of life that revolves around activities and interests; and relates to self expression and covering of the body. These are framed by cultural values impacting on gender, age and social attitudes (Kaiser 1985 , Davis 1992 ) and represent the 'zeitgeist'changing lifestyles within the current social climate. The fashionable female silhouette has changed with time and the body has been manipulated frequently (Fay and Price 1994) in compliance. Clothing has been considered as a way of modifying the surface and shape of the body (Rouse 1989) , in order to change the silhouette in accordance with the latest trend and fashion. Law et al. (2004) observe that the fashion process involves a constant change in clothing and appearance and body image leads individuals to actively manage this appearance (Cash 1990) . As consumer habits towards shopping changes (Campbell 2004) and focus is directed at satisfying one's physical needs, their views on body size and shape impact their evaluation of clothing fit.
Fashion and trends are extensively spread as technological advances now allow information to be more widely disseminated. Kaiser (1985) has established that fashion diffusion is the collective behaviour through which a style spreads from its introduction by clothing providers to adoption by mass consumers. This mainly involves the flow of information, ideas and products between different levels of the market, and promotion by marketing activities. According to Mintel (2006a) , women are more aware of fashion and trends than ever before due to celebrities, the myriad of fashion magazines and media features. It further indicates that consumers know what they want and desire to emulate their preferred celebrity's style choices. Taylor and Cosenza (2002) hypothesise that young adults in particular are preoccupied with social acceptance and social affiliation in order to make the 'right' clothing choices. Horovitz (2002) describes this group as 'free spending', and acknowledges their significant representation in consumption of retail items. Primary data in this study focused on young adults. Koester and May (1985) suggest that this market segment spend heavily on fashion related items and value fashion more than any other age group. categories of clothing influence consumer's perception. According to Turbin (2003) , garments are not simply decorative and utilitarian surface coverings but constructions that are often carefully and ingeniously designed, giving shape and meaning to human bodies. LaBat and DeLong (1990) have presented the importance of determining levels of satisfaction with retail attributes and the fit of ready-to-wear garments. They warn that when a garment does not fit well, consumers blame their bodies, which result in a negative body image. However, unrealistic clothing sizing measures (Alexander et al. 2005) and the media promoting 'ideal' fashionable female figures, 'frame standards of beauty' and also contribute to negative body image (Tebbel 2000) .
Traditionally, sizing systems most commonly used for ready-to-wear clothing utilise a base size. This is often fitted onto a fit model and then a set of sizes proportionally graded from this size to accommodate the population. Consumers today are faced with inconsistencies surrounding sizing systems (Tamburrino 1992, Workman and Lentz 2000) as well as variability in sizing provision by retailers. It has been observed (Alexander et al. 2005 ) that retailers 'tweak' their sizing systems by placing smaller size labels on larger garments, to satisfy consumers wish to fit into a smaller garment size. This is used as a marketing tool to enable them benefit from store patronage. The practice of such size inflation known as 'vanity sizing' has been possible partially because of the lack of conformity to regulated garment sizing standards.
Appearance and communication of image ideals
Current fashion environments receive and interpret social messages of what is considered as the ideal figure (LaBat and DeLong 1990) . The recent creation of extremely small size categories such as size 4 in the UK and size zero in the USA have become an issue for current debate. This has received much media attention (Clarkson 2006 , Kay 2006 , The Sunday Times 2006 , Van Geuns 2006 , BBC News 2007 , Beckford 2007 , Clydesdale 2007 , Rushton 2007 , Sky news 2007 , Smith 2007 , Veevers 2007 ) and provoked national interest in the UK. With celebrities and fashion models setting standards for beauty ideals, there is little wonder that this would have an impact on consumers who desire to possess a thin image and be seen as fashionable. There have been criticisms (Puhl and Brownell 2001) relating to over-emphasising images of people with slim physique and providing negative stereotypes of large, endomorphic figure types. As well as highlighting the need for a shift in advertising and magazine content where mainly small sizes are presented, Mintel (2006b) discloses that attempts to market plus sizes have not been well received. In the UK, the 'size zero label' has had mixed reception among consumers. Whilst some have welcomed its' introduction with dismay, others have embraced it as being the status quo.
Methodology and analysis of data
This study highlights the significance of body image and its impact on body size and shape from the UK fashion consumers' perspective. It presents an assessment of what is considered fashionable, acceptable and worthwhile. Data obtained from semi-structured interviews by twelve 19-28 year old females and selfadministered questionnaires by one hundred and thirty two female consumers provided the basis for assessment. The sample consisted of consumers who varied in size, professed to be interested in fashion and shopped for fashionable clothing. The questionnaire was first piloted among university students to clarify ambiguities and later administered to shoppers in a city centre.
The interviews facilitated parameters to work within and probed into the impact of body image on clothing consumers whilst the questionnaires solicited information on body size and shape, celebrity influence on image ideals, efforts towards fashion update and trends, buying habits, garment fit assessment and knowledge of personal clothing suitability.
Interviewees demographic profiles and perception of body size and shape
Interviewees indicated their age, ethnicity and perceived body form (Table 1) . There was a reasonable spread of ethnic backgrounds comprising of whites, blacks and people of Asian origin. Four of the interviewees wore standard size 8-10 garments, six wore size 12-14 and two out of the twelve wore sizes 16-18. Otieno et al. (2005) affirm that standardised sizes do not accommodate every size and shape but assumes the concept of the 'average' figure, which is usually between sizes 10-14. Common practice concentrates on smaller shapes and sizes as a base size to be graded up and down, disregarding large, endomorphic figures. This study considered a mixture of sizes and body types to solicit and analyse a variety of experiences and views.
2.1.1. Impact of lifestyle, age, health and social status on body image, body shape and size Five out of twelve interviewees reported that their body image, body shape and size had been subject to change relating to different lifestyles. These were due to change of occupation, more active lifestyles, age related preferences, new health regimes that impacted on weight and social influences. Ten of them reported that their social status directly impacted their body image. Five of them related image to personality and self expression, whilst six attributed it to cultural values. These results show that consumers respond to natural, cultural and social environments.
Effect of body shape and size on garment selection
Seven interviewees stated that they wore garments to produce desired effects by enhancing their body shape whereas four used garments to conceal certain parts of their bodies they were not happy with. Only one person said garments she selected had no impact on her body shape. Six out of the twelve stated that specific body parts influenced their garment selection and identified these parts as the bust, waist, hips and buttocks. Two disclosed that they normally select garments that make them look slimmer, whilst three said their selection is based on garment features that make them look taller. These results concur with Rouse (1989) that there is considerable variety in what may be perceived as the ideal body type and clothing is used to create an illusion of conforming to perceived ideal body types.
Influence of celebrities on body image
Seven interviewees expressed that celebrities influence or alter the perception of an ideal body image. Four confessed that they would like to regularly wear garments that reflect an image they seek to project; relating to celebrity style. Three identified that body shapes of celebrities brought about wider acceptance of those shapes and set standards. These indicate that perception of ideals impact social acceptance of specific body forms and image.
Questionnaire respondents' demographic profiles and perception of body size and shape
Respondents of the self-administered questionnaire provided information on their ethnicity and perceived body form. Fifty nine percent were white, 16% were black and 25% were of Asian origin. The majority (71%) belonged to the 19-23 years age group whilst the remaining 29% were between 24 and 28 years old.
None of the respondents perceived themselves as very large however, 9% perceived themselves as large, 62% said they were of medium build, 28% described themselves as small and only 1% admitted to be very small. With regards to weight, 16% of the respondents stated they were slightly under weight, 53% were of average weight, 29% stated they were slightly over weight and only one confessed to be much over weight. About 43% of the sample were of average height, 2% were very short and another 2% very tall. Thirty percent described themselves as short and 23% perceived themselves to be tall.
Respondents provided their usual clothes sizes for both the upper part and lower part of their bodies (Table 2) . For blouses and tops, majority wore between sizes 8 and 10 but this did not linearly correspond with the lower sizes they wore; data show a small spread to sizes 6-8 and more spread to 12-14, suggesting variation in body shape among consumers.
Current research have focused on body size and shape categorisation (Connell et al. 2006 , Faust et al. 2006 ) and also garment fit (Alexander et al. 2005) . The aim has been to satisfy fit needs for various body types among different populations. When asked to indicate features that summarised the shape of their bodies 23% informed they had large busts, 54% were convinced they were slim, 30% expressed they had broad hips, 17% said they had large bottoms and 5% disclosed they were big. Forty one percent indicated that they wore a 'B' cup size bra, 24% wore 'D/DD' cup size, 22% wore a 'C' cup and 13% wore an 'A' cup size.
It is significant to note that an overwhelming majority 91% of respondents had experienced variability in clothes sizing by different retailers against 9% who had not. Alexander et al. (2005) caution that most women's wear clothing companies these days ignore sizing standards and follow their own sizing systems as they target populations with specific lifestyles and incomes. Garment size designation has been considered as significant to market segmentation and share (Loker et al. 2005) . Therefore inconsistent and vanity sizing systems while disputable are viewed as a marketing ploy to induce customer loyalty.
Assessment and suitability of garments
Respondents stated their usual garment size and indicated problems they encountered with garment fit. About 77% had problems associated with garment fit and 23% did not. These were related to specific areas of their bodies and caused dissatisfaction with garment fit. Faust et al. (2006) attribute such dissatisfaction to obsolete size charts that do not reflect the changing body shape of the consumer. Twenty one percent had problems with the bust area of garments, 26% were not happy with garment waist measurements, 30% expressed dissatisfaction with the hip area of garments and 39% had problems with the length of garments.
Respondents were asked to rank from a list of factors, the order of importance when assessing a suitable and well-fitted garment on a body. This was on a scale of 1 to 5 scoring, with 1 being the most important and 5 being the least (Table 3) .
Results were in line with Taylor and Cosenza (2002) who argued that style, look and fit are amongst the most important clothing selection criteria used by young female adults. Consumers indicated that fit was the most important aspect in assessing a suitable and well fitted garment. They presented style as the second most important, cost as the next important factor, followed by colour and then type of fabric. Although 23% of respondents believed that fashionability of a garment played a significant role in assessing fit, 50% were undetermined.
A large number of consumers (86%) revealed that they were conscious of their bodies and how a garment fitted them; 8% were unsure and 6% said they were not. Whilst 82% accepted that not all styles of garments that often appeal to them would suit them, 6% denied. Eighty five percent acknowledged that identical garments can look different on different body shapes even within the same garment size category, whilst 5% did not think so.
As much as 53% said they stuck with retailers who provide them with good fit, whilst 20% disclosed that they do not necessarily stick to the same labels and retailers. A small number (9%) often did not try on garments prior to purchasing them, whereas 8% sometimes tried on for suitability. Similar to findings of Consumer Reports (1996) , this study found that 83% of consumers mostly tried on garments before buying them. In concurrence to (Bennet 1990) this outcome suggests that the provision of adequate fitting rooms may lead to consumer satisfaction and subsequently store patronage.
It is interesting to observe that a vast majority (95%) of respondents acknowledged that wearing certain garments can emphasise actual body shapes. About 56% of respondents claimed that they were able to assess how well a garment fits by just looking at it, whilst 13% doubted, 31% remained uncertain. Forty two percent were certain that tightly-fitted garments enhanced their body shapes. Whereas it did not for 32% of them, 26% neither agreed nor disagreed. Sixty seven percent agreed that the body shape of a person determines how well a particular garment fits. Although 50% were undecided whether or not assessment of garment fit related to cultural acceptance, 19% denied and 31% were sure it did. Almost all (92%) respondents believed that garments can be used to enhance or conceal the body shape of a person. These findings further support Otieno et al. (2005) that retailers can increase their competitiveness by closely targeting and fulfilling their customers' needs.
Lifestyle and self expression
Whilst 40% of respondents declared that their body image is a reflection of their social status, it was not the case for 21%. Majority (73%) of the consumers questioned admitted that they wanted to be considered fashionable. Sixty nine percent agreed that garments they wore reflected their lifestyles whilst 31% did not necessarily wear garments that reflect their lifestyles. Twenty percent confessed that they do not wear garments that reflect their age, although 46% did and 34% were indecisive. When asked if they expressed themselves through the clothes they wear 64% said they did whilst 10% did not. Eighteen percent suggested that they would like to blend in with most people and actually reflect that through what they wear, whereas 52% suggested they would rather stand out. The majority (74%) disclosed that the type of garment they choose to wear at a given time often reflect how they feel. Tsee¨lon (1997) explains that women have developed a finely tuned self-consciousness about their appearance as a result of cultural attitudes and pressures. This is because women become aware and conscious of not only their appearance but also the consequences of their appearance on others through social constructs. More respondents in this study (51%) agreed than disagree (17%) that their fashion sense is influenced by their social setting however, 32% neither agreed nor disagree.
Effort towards fashion update
Findings of this study concur with Tebbel (2000) and Murray (1989) who suggest that women use fashion to imitate the elite, such as celebrities, models and TV personalities. An overwhelming majority (91%) believed that celebrities in general influenced the perception of what an ideal body image is. When asked if they themselves were influenced by celebrities and fashion advertisements when choosing what to wear 45% admitted that they were influenced, 32% were undecided and 23% said they were not.
When asked how they updated themselves on fashion and current trends 89% revealed that they sought information from glossy magazines and fashion catalogues. 68% look around to see what people are wearing and 41% rely on word of mouth. Eighty three percent indicated they update themselves by shop window displays and in-store items, and 46% of the respondents turn to the Internet. Fifty two percent further received information from television programmes and film. Mintel (2006a) suggests that the impact of fashion and lifestyle magazines on the mindset of women has been dramatic. Women are now aware of fashion and trends than ever before. Sixty nine percent of respondents expressed that wearing trendy garments tend to boost their selfesteem. Twenty four percent remained unsure and 7% maintained that it did not. Slade (1994) distinguishes that some cultures, particularly Western ones, encourage the 'thin body cult' goal, especially for young women, which then clearly serve to shape the individual's attitude to ideal body size. Grogan (1999) observes that the idealisation of slenderness varies depending on cultural factors. In economically poor countries thinness may signify negative factors such as poverty or ill health and these cultures may value plumpness and even view it as well nourished; whereas economically affluent countries may associate thinness to self control, elegance, social attractiveness and youth and therefore are more likely to value slimness (Orbach 1993) .
Body image and size ideal -the cult of 'zero'
Most respondents disclosed that they made some effort to maintain or improve their body size. Seventy eight percent dieted either regularly or irregularly whilst 22% did not, and also 93% exercised either regularly or irregularly whilst 7% never did.
Traditionally, clothing businesses utilise fashion models to display their array of clothing. However, beyond the 'catwalk' and fuelled by images presented by the media, the use of celebrities as fashion icons has recently been more widely practised. Similar to suggestions by the interviewees, respondents indicated that celebrities presented and influenced perceptions of ideals in body image. A staggering 87% of them identified the current ideal size as 'the skinny trend ', some labelling it as 'the cult of zero' and (73%) describing it as youthful. They were then asked to indicate which female celebrities in their opinion influence the perception of body shape and body image ideals. Responses mainly reflected actresses, pop stars, supermodels, glamour models and socialites. The most popular nomination was a young actress, socialite and current reality TV star (referred to as Celebrity X in this report). Celebrity X is 24 years old and referred to as a 'global fashion icon' (Van Geuns 2006) . She is slim with an ectomorph body type; categorised as very thin with angular bones and no fat (Tsang et al. 2000) . Celebrity X has been identified as being a 'size zero' (Kay 2006 , Van Geuns 2006 equivalent to UK size 4, described as super-skinny (Van Geuns 2006), underweight (Beckford 2007 ) and scrawny (The Sunday Times 2006) ; and is among personalities who have provoked current international debate about unhealthy aspects associated with being size zero. These include anorexia (Kay 2006 , Beckford 2007 ) and bulimia (Clarkson 2006) , as it encourages extreme methods of weight loss. Sproles and Burns (1994) established that the silhouette is one of the key components of fashion. Guided by various silhouettes of body size and shape ideals (Figure 1) , respondents had to select from a ranked scale (1-5) which body size they perceived to be ideal, with 1 being the most ideal and 5 being the least (Table 4) .
Results showed that consumers perceived the slim body size and shape as the most ideal, with a high response of 75%. They ranked the large bust second (46%), the large bottom third (41%) and broad hips was placed fourth (51%). With an overwhelming count of 90%, respondents indicated that the big body size and shape was the least ideal. It appears that the challenge regarding 'the ideal' body size and shape among women is ongoing. Mintel (2006b) reported that body image advertisements and campaign involving big women by certain cosmetic companies in the UK has had little impact on the public. Critics have claimed that the portrayal of the cultural ideal of thinness has caused wide spread dissatisfaction with body shape and weight among Western women in general. Attributing it to the media, Grogan (1999) suggests that in the Western industrialised cultures, the voluptuous body type which was once favoured during the middle ages has been replaced by a thin one. Findings of this study similarly point to the fact that the trend of this current environment is the slim figure and this has mainly been instigated by the media and desire to emulate celebrities and remain fashionable.
Clothing selection and consumer buying behaviour
This study observed that a fraction (19%) of respondents selected and bought loose-fitting garments that concealed their figure types, whereas 78% selected and bought garments that enhanced their figure types. A huge number (82%) maintained that they would not wear clothes that do not fit well even if they were fashionable and expensive. Only 6% confessed they would and 12% were indecisive. Thirty eight percent insisted they always stick to and purchase clothes that met their fit preference regardless of cost, whilst 26% were sometimes swayed and 36% were left in a quandary even if the clothing items met their fit preference. In general, 61% of the consumers admitted they were regularly influenced by cost when making a purchase whilst 29% were intermittently influenced and 10% were not on any occasion.
Seventy six percent stated that they took notice of shop window displays of retail shops they intended to buy from; whilst 17% took notice sometimes and 7% were not bothered. A hefty 90% expressed that they actually enjoyed shopping for clothes. 8% were indifferent to the idea whilst 2% disliked shopping for clothes. Goldsmith et al. (1991) identify that differences related to unique patterns of consumer behaviour are social and personal values; and associates these with decision making and clothing behaviour. Barnard (2002) emphasises that fashion and clothing in general provide an opportunity for people to communicate not only feelings and moods but also values. The majority (74%) of respondents reported that they dress up to look slim. A further 67% confessed that they normally purchased clothing that made them appear thinner. As much as 81% of consumers declared they were able to find and often bought current fashion they knew celebrities were wearing.
Conclusions and implications
Findings of this study suggest that idealised body types, sizes and affordability are significant and relate to the acceptance and consumption of clothing and fashion. It is consistent with Chattaraman and Rudd (2006) who found that consumers are willing to spend the most on clothing that had high aesthetic value, irrespective of their utilitarian appeal.
The study hypothesises that the ongoing practice of vanity sizing is confusing and creates variability in clothing sizing. Such fantasy sizing can be misleading and cause delusions among fashion consumers. It supports findings (Mintel 2002) outlining that shoppers become increasing frustrated when they are unable to find clothing that fit properly. Humans vary in body proportions and shape even within same size categories (Ashdown 1998 , Faust et al. 2006 . Consequently, enabling designs that closely match actual consumer profiles will prove crucial to consumer satisfaction and increased competitiveness, especially in the market of ready-to-wear clothing and offer of mass customisation; which is considered as a panacea of solving fit and related design issues. Clothing retailers who provide trend, fashion and fit that match up to consumers' predilection therefore stand to gain competitive advantage.
The outcome of this investigation further reveals that Simmel's trickle-down concept underpinning fashion is still significant in current settings. It challenges that image representations of celebrities influence perceptions of ideals, even though body image ideals continue to change with time. Fashion consumers today continue to use garments to enhance their body shape and create illusions of desirable images. They have their options shaped by mediasteered prevailing trends that stem from a range of sources such as the Internet, fashion and lifestyle magazines, digital and cable television.
The incessant 'size zero debate' argues whether or not this fad is acceptable and realistically healthily achievable. This research concurs with Paquette and Raine (2004) by emphasising that the current strong cultural value placed on thinness could in the short term take precedence over health and comfort. This could result in extreme behaviours in exercise, dieting and surgical procedures that aim to control body image. As a result, a clear, reliable and ethical framework in fashion marketing is important to ensure that financial interests do not override human health and comfort, especially among the vulnerable such as young girls.
The issues of body image, trend, body shape and size on clothing selection and fashion consumption are important in today's society, especially among image conscious females. Concurring with Grant and Stephen (2005) , this study underscores that celebrities and other role models have a major impact on consumer choices and buying behaviour. It is important to note that today's savvy fashion consumers' attitudes towards what is considered suitable and worthwhile are heavily steered by their psychological preferences.
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